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London Fields

2004

It is Saturday, which is market day. It is late spring, or early summer. It is mid-May, and the dog roses are in bloom in the tangled garden at the front of the house. It is still early, or early for the weekend – not yet nine o’clock, but Hannah and Cate are up already. They do not speak much to each other as they take turns at the kettle, making toast and tea. The sun slants into the room, lighting the shelves with the haphazard pans, the recipe books, the badly painted walls. When they moved in here two years ago they vowed to repaint the dreadful salmon colour of the kitchen, but they never got around to it. Now they like it. Like everything in this shabby, friendly house, it feels warm.

Upstairs, Lissa sleeps. She rarely rises before noon on the weekends. She has a job in a local pub and often goes out after work – a party at a flat in Dalston, one of the dives off Kingsland Road, or further afield, in the artists’ studios of Hackney Wick.

They finish their toast and leave Lissa to sleep on, taking their faded canvas shopping bags from the rack on the back of the door and going out into the bright morning. They turn left and then right into Broadway Market, where the stalls are just getting set up. This is their favourite time – before the crowds arrive. They buy almond croissants from the baker at the top of the road. They buy strong Cheddar and a goat’s cheese covered with ash. They buy good tomatoes and bread. They buy a newspaper from the huge pile outside the Turkish off-licence. They buy two bottles of wine for later. (Rioja. Always Rioja. They know nothing about wine but they know they like Rioja.) They amble further down the road to the other stalls, looking at knick-knacks and second-hand clothes. Outside the pubs there are people, in the manner of London markets, already clutching pints at nine o’clock.

Back in the house they lay out the food on the table in the kitchen, make a heroic pot of coffee, put on some music and open the window out on to the park, where the grass is filling with small clusters of people. Every so often one of those people will look up towards the house. They know what the person is thinking – how do you get to live in a house like that? How do you get to live in a three-storey Victorian townhouse on the edge of the best park in London? Luck is how. A friend of a friend of Lissa’s offered her a room, and then, during the same year, two more rooms came up, and now they live in it together; the three of them. In all but deed the house is theirs. There is an agent somewhere in the far reaches of Stamford Hill, but they have a strong suspicion he does not know what is happening to the area, as their rent has remained stable for the last two years. They have a pact not to ask for anything, not to complain about the peeling lino or the stained carpets. These things do not matter, not when a house is so loved.

Sometime around eleven Lissa wakes and wanders downstairs. She drinks a pint of water and holds her head, then takes her coffee to the steps outside and rolls a cigarette and enjoys the morning sun, which is just starting to warm the lowest of the stone steps.

When coffee has been drunk and cigarettes smoked and morning has become afternoon, they take plates and food and blankets out into the park, where they lie in the dappled shade of their favourite tree. They eat their picnic slowly. Hannah and Cate take turns to read the paper. Lissa shades her eyes with the arts pages and groans. A little later on they open the wine and drink it, and it is easy to drink. The afternoon deepens. The light grows viscous. The chatter in the park increases.

This is their life in 2004, in London Fields. They work hard. They go to the theatre. They go to galleries. They go to the gigs of friends’ bands. They eat Vietnamese food in the restaurants on Mare Street and on Kingsland Road. They go to openings on Vyner Street on Thursdays, and they visit all the galleries and they drink the free beer and wine. They remember not to use plastic bags when they go to the corner shop, although sometimes they forget. They cycle everywhere, everywhere, all the time. They rarely wear helmets. They watch films at the Rio in Dalston, and then go to Turkish restaurants and eat pide and drink Turkish beer and eat those pickles that make your saliva flow. They go to Columbia Road flower market and buy flowers in the very early morning on Sundays. (Sometimes, if Lissa is coming home early from a party, she buys cheap flowers for the whole house – armfuls of gladioli and irises. Sometimes, because she is beautiful, she is given them for free.)

They go to the city farm on Hackney Road with hangovers, and they eat fried breakfasts in amongst the families and the screaming children, and they swear never to go there again on a Sunday morning until they have children of their own.

Sometimes on Sundays they walk; out along the Regent’s Canal to Victoria Park, and beyond to the old Greenway, to Three Mills Island, savouring the sideways slice of London that the canal offers up.

They are interested in the history of the East End. They buy books on psycho-geography from the bookshop at the bottom of the road. They try to read Iain Sinclair and fail at the first chapter but read other, more accessible books instead, about the successive waves of immigration that have characterized this part of the city: the Huguenots, the Jews, the Bengalis. They are aware that they too are part of a tide of immigration. If they are honest, they would like to halt this particular tide – they fear encroachment by those who resemble themselves.

They worry. They worry about climate change – about the rate of the melt of the permafrost in Siberia. They worry about the kids who live in the high-rises, right behind the deli where they buy their coffee and their tabbouleh. They worry about the life chances of these kids. They worry about their own relative privilege. They worry about knife crime and gun crime, then they read pieces which suggest the violence is only ever gang on gang and they feel relieved, then they feel guilty that they feel relieved. They worry about the tide of gentrification that is creeping up from the City of London and lapping at the edges of their park. Sometimes they feel they should worry more about these things, but at this moment in their lives they are happy, and so they do not.

They do not worry about nuclear war, or interest rates, or their fertility, or the welfare state, or ageing parents, or student debt.

They are twenty-nine years old. None of them has children. In any other generation in the history of humankind this fact would be remarkable. It is hardly remarked upon at all.

They are aware that this park – London Fields – this grass on which they lie, has always been common land, a place for people to pasture their cows and sheep. This fact pleases them; they believe it goes some way to explaining the pull of this small, patchy patch of green they like to feel they own. They feel like they own it because they do; it belongs to everyone.

They would like to pause time – just here, just now, in this park, this gorgeous afternoon light. They would like the house prices to remain affordable. They would like to smoke cigarettes and drink wine as though they are still young and they don’t make any difference. They would like to burrow down, here, in the beauty of this warm May afternoon. They live in the best house on the best park in the best part of the best city on the planet. Much of their lives is still before them. They have made mistakes, but they are not fatal. They are no longer young, but they do not feel old. Life is still malleable and full of potential. The openings to the roads not taken have not yet sealed up.

They still have time to become who they are going to be.




2010

Hannah

Hannah sits on the edge of the bed, holding the vials in their plastic case. She runs her thumbnail along the thin wrapper and brings out one of the tubes. It weighs almost nothing. A quick fit of the needle, one flick of her fingertip to release the bubbles – she knows what she’s doing, she has done this before. Still. Perhaps she should mark the moment somehow.

The first time, two years ago, Nathan bent over her with the needle, kissing her belly each day as the injections went in.

He kissed her differently this morning.

Promise me, Hannah, after this, no more.

And she promised, because she knew after this there wouldn’t need to be more.

She lifts her shirt and pinches her skin. A brief scratch and it is over. When she has finished she stands, straightens her clothes and heads out into the morning to work.

Lissa is not there when she arrives at the Rio, so Hannah gets a tea from the little bar and moves outside. It is September but still warm, and the small square beside the cinema is busy with people. Hannah spots Lissa’s tall frame threading its way up the street from the station and lifts her hand to wave. Lissa is wearing a coat Hannah has not seen before; narrow at the shoulders, fuller below the waist. Her hair, as ever, is long and loose.

‘I love this,’ Hannah murmurs, as Lissa leans in to kiss hello, catching the rough linen lapel between finger and thumb.

‘This?’ Lissa looks down as though surprised to discover she’s wearing it. ‘I got it years ago. That charity shop on Mare Street. Remember?’

Never anywhere you might be able to go and get one for yourself, always a charity shop, or that little stall in the market, you know, the man in Portobello?

‘Wine?’ says Lissa.

Hannah wrinkles her nose. ‘Can’t.’

Lissa touches her arm. ‘You’ve started again then?’

‘This morning.’

‘How are you feeling?’

‘Fine. I’m feeling fine.’

Lissa takes her hand and squeezes it lightly. ‘Won’t be a sec.’

Hannah watches her friend weave over to the bar, watches the young man serving light up at her attention. A bright, shared laugh and Lissa is back outside in the sun, her red wine in a plastic cup. ‘All right if I have a quick cig?’

Hannah holds the wine while Lissa rolls. ‘When are you going to give that up?’

‘Soon.’ Lissa lights up and blows smoke over her shoulder.

‘You’ve been saying that for fifteen years.’

‘Have I? Oh well.’ Lissa’s bangles clink as she reaches back to take her wine. ‘I had the recall,’ she says.

‘Oh?’ It’s terrible, but Hannah never remembers. There have been so many auditions. So many parts almost got.

‘A fringe thing – but a good thing. A good director. The Polish woman.’

‘Ah.’ She remembers now. ‘Chekhov?’

‘Yeah. Vanya. Yelena.’

‘So how did it go?’

Lissa shrugs. ‘Good. In parts.’ She takes a sip of wine. ‘Who knows? She worked with me quite a bit on the speech.’ And then she launches into an impression of the Polish director, replete with accents and mannerisms.

‘Here, do it again. Make it real. None of this – how do you say it? Microwave emotion – put it on high. Two minutes. Ping! Tastes like shit.’

‘Jesus,’ says Hannah, laughing. It always astonishes her, the crap Lissa puts up with. ‘Well, if you don’t get the part, you could always do a one-woman show, Directors I Have Known and Been Rejected By.’

‘Yeah, well, that’d be funny if it weren’t true. No. It is funny. Just …’ Lissa frowns, and throws her cigarette into the gutter. ‘Don’t say it again.’

‘Not bad,’ says Lissa, as they emerge from the cinema into the darkness of the street outside. ‘Bit Chekhovy, actually.’ She threads her arm through Hannah’s. ‘Not much happens for ever and then the big emotional punch. The Polish director would probably have loved it. Long though,’ she continues, as they head down towards the market, ‘and no decent parts for women.’

‘No?’ It hadn’t occurred to Hannah, but now she thinks of it, it’s true.

‘Wouldn’t pass the Bechdel test.’

‘The Bechdel test?’

‘Jesus, Han, call yourself a feminist?’ Lissa steers her towards the crossing. ‘You know – does a film have two women in it? Do they both have names? Do they have a conversation about something other than a man? This American writer came up with it. Loads of films fail it. Most of them.’

Hannah thinks. ‘They did have that conversation,’ she says. ‘In the middle of the film. About the fish.’

They both snort with laughter, as arm in arm they cross the street.

‘Speaking of fish,’ says Lissa, ‘you want to eat something? We could head down and get some noodles.’

Hannah pulls out her phone. ‘I should get back. I’ve got a report due tomorrow.’

‘Through the market then?’

‘Sure.’ This is their favoured route home. They weave their way past the shuttered-up fronts of the African hairdressers, past sliding piles of cardboard boxes, crates of too-ripe mangoes buzzing with flies. The blood-metal stink of the butchers’ shops.

Halfway down the street a bar is open and a knot of young people stand outside, drinking lurid cocktails with retro umbrellas. There is a rackety, demob air to the throng; some of them still wearing sunglasses in the dusky light. At the sight of them Lissa hangs back, tugging on Hannah’s arm. ‘Come on – we could just have a little drink?’

But Hannah is suddenly tired – irritated by these young people laughing into the weekday night, by Lissa’s spaciousness. What does she have to get up for in the morning? By her constant capacity for forgetting that, lately, Hannah does not drink.

‘You go. I’ve got to be in early. I’ve got to do that report. I think I’ll get the bus.’

‘Oh, OK.’ Lissa turns back. ‘I guess I’ll walk. It’s such a lovely evening. Hey’ – she brings her hands either side of Hannah’s face – ‘good luck.’

Cate

Someone is calling her. She follows the voice but it twists and echoes and will not be caught. She struggles upwards, breaks the surface, understands – it is her son crying, lying beside her in the bed. She brings him to her breast and gropes for her phone. The screen reads 3.13 – less than an hour since his last waking.

She had been dreaming again: the nightmare; broken streets, rubble and her with Tom in her arms, wandering, searching the burnt-out carcasses of buildings for something, for someone – but she did not recognize the streets, or the city, did not know where she was, and everything was over, everything destroyed.

Tom feeds, his grip slowly slackening, and she listens for the change in his breathing that signals the beginning of sleep. Then, with the barest of movements, she slides her nipple from his mouth, her arm from above him, turns on to her side and pulls the covers up over her ear. And she is falling, falling down into the pit of sleep and the sleep is water – but he is crying again, escalating now, announcing his distress, his indignation that she should fall like this away from him, and she hauls herself back awake.

Her tiny son is writhing beneath her in the gritty light. She lifts him and rubs his back. He gives a small belch and she puts him back on the breast, closing her eyes as he suckles and then bites. She cries out in pain and rolls away.

‘What? What is it?’ She pushes her fists into her eyes as Tom wails, hands and legs flailing, fists closing on nothing. ‘Stop it, Tom. Please, please.’

On the other side of the thin wall there are low voices, the creak of a bed. She needs to pee. She moves her crying son into the middle of the bed and goes out towards the landing, where she hovers. To her right is the other bedroom, where Sam sleeps. Nothing wakes him. Downstairs is the narrow hallway, filled with piles of boxes, the lumped, heaped things she has not attended to since the move.

She could leave, leave this house, pull on her jeans and boots and walk away from here, away from this wailing creature that she cannot satisfy, from this husband wrapped in the interstellar blankness of his sleep. From herself. She would not be the first woman to do so. In the bedroom her son’s cries grow louder – a small animal, afraid.

She hurries to the toilet and pisses quickly, then stumbles back to the bedroom, where Tom is howling. She lies beside him, pulls him back on to her breast. Of course she will not leave – it is the last – the very last – thing she would do – but her heart is beating strangely and her breath is ragged and perhaps she will have no choice, perhaps she will die – die like her mother before her, and leave her son to be brought up by his father and his family in this sterile house in the far reaches of Kent.

Tom flutters finally on her breast, slackens and sleeps. But she is wide awake now. She sits up in bed and pulls back the curtains. Through the window she can see the car park, where the cars sit in their neat, obedient rows, then the dark shape of the river, and beyond that the orange lights from the ring-road, where the traffic is already thickening; lorries moving out to the coast, or returning from the Channel ports, cars on their way to London, the great greased machine of it lumbering towards the light. She feels her heart, the adrenaline swill of her blood. The moon comes out from behind clouds, illuminating the room, the rucked duvet, her tiny son beside her, abandoned now to sleep, his arms flung wide. She wants to protect him. How can she protect him from all the things that might fall upon his unguarded head? She reaches out and touches his hair, and as she does so sees the picture tattooed on her wrist, silver in the moonlight. She brings back her hand, traces the image slowly with her opposite fingertip – a filigree spider, a filigree web – a relic, now, from a different life.

She wants to see someone. To speak to someone. Someone from another lifetime. Someone who made her feel safe.

She is sitting on her bench, facing the river, where a low mist is rising from the water and a tangle of nettles clogs the bank. There is movement on the towpath now, a thin stream of humanity; joggers, early-morning workers, heads down, heading towards town. Tom is calm at least, a warm weight on her chest, face framed by a little bear hat. He woke again at five or so this morning and would not be placated, so they came out here. Her phone tells her it is almost seven o’clock, which means the supermarket will be open soon, which means there is somewhere warm to go, at least, and so she stands and follows the banks of the little tributary, over the humped bridge, under the underpass and out by the car park. By the time she joins the small crowd outside the supermarket doors, it has begun to drizzle.

Tom grinches in the sling and Cate shushes him as a uniformed woman comes out and casts a look to the sky, then goes back inside, and the doors slide open. The people bestir themselves and follow, funnelled through the bakery aisle, where the heated air circulates the smell of sugar and yeast and dough. She makes for the baby section, filling her basket with several little foil packets. She bought these packets in ones or twos at first – always sure the next meal would be the one she prepared properly – now she buys them in bulk. Nappies too; at first she was sure she would use washables, but after the trauma of the birth she started on disposables and then came the move, and now here she is lifting huge packets of nappies into her basket, the sort guaranteed to take half a millennium to decompose.

It is a two-minute walk back home, past the trees encased in concrete and wire cages, the bin store with its padlocks, the car park with its barriers, the signs alerting you to the anti-climb paint on the walls. She reaches her front door and lets herself into the narrow kitchen, puts down the bag and lifts Tom from the sling and into his high chair. She selects one of the little foil packages – banana and blueberry – and Tom holds out his hands for it as she untwists the seal and holds the plastic teat to his lips. He sucks away happily, like a little astronaut with space food.

‘Morning.’ Sam wanders in, hair mussed from sleep. He looks as though he slept in the clothes he was wearing last night – a faded band T-shirt and boxers. Straight to the kettle he goes, without looking up; hand out to test the temperature, switch flicked, used grounds dumped into the sink, the cafetière barely rinsed before the fresh grounds are shaken in. The swaddled luxury of the morning trance – no point in speaking till the caffeine has entered the blood.

‘Morning,’ she says.

Sam looks to her, eyes with an underwater glaze. ‘Hey.’ He raises a hand.

‘What time did you get in?’

‘Late,’ he says with a shrug. ‘Two-ish. We had some beers after the shift.’

‘Sleep well?’

‘Oh. OK.’ He sighs, cricking his neck. ‘Not great, but OK.’

How many hours straight through? Even a late night gives him, what? Six, maybe seven hours of uninterrupted sleep – the thought of it, of seven straight hours, of how it would feel. Despite this, he still looks tired, with heavy shadows beneath his eyes – the indoor pallor of the professional chef. He sleeps in the spare room, which is no longer, it seems, spare: it is his room now, just as the room that should be theirs is hers – hers and their son’s, Tom’s cot unused, a dumping ground for clothes, while Tom sleeps with Cate. Easier that way, for the many, many times Tom wakes.

He turns back to the coffee, plunges, pours. ‘You want one?’

‘Sure.’

He makes his way over to the fridge for milk. ‘On an early one today,’ he says. ‘Doing lunch.’

He works as a sous in a restaurant in the centre of town. Ten years behind London, was what she heard him say on the phone to a friend back in Hackney the other night, but OK, you know, OK. Getting some input already.

He was on the verge of opening a place in Hackney Wick, before the rents went crazy. Before she got pregnant. Before they moved out here.

He hands her her coffee, takes a sip of his own. ‘Did you wash my whites?’

She looks around, sees the pile in the corner, three days’ worth. ‘Sorry, no.’

‘Really? I left them in your way, so you wouldn’t forget.’ Sam goes over to the pile, lifts the least stained overall to the light, starts scrubbing it viciously with the scourer at the sink. Outside the drizzle is thickening into rain.

‘What are you two up to today?’ he says.

‘Washing, I suppose. Unpacking.’

‘What about that playgroup? The one Mum mentioned?’ He nods to the brightly coloured flyer stuck up on the fridge, the flyer Alice brought around the other day. Alice, Sam’s mother, with her concerned face, mouth pursed somewhere between a grimace and a smile. It’s a lovely little group, it really is. You might make some friends. Alice, the mastermind of the plan to buy a little house for you all. In Canterbury. Alice, their saviour. Alice, who has a key to the lovely little house and likes to pop round unannounced.

‘Yeah,’ Cate says. ‘Maybe.’

‘And we’ve got that thing tonight,’ Sam says, giving up on the scouring, hanging his overall on a chair to dry, ‘don’t forget. At Mark and Tamsin’s.’

‘I haven’t forgotten.’

‘I’ll pick you up, shall I?’

‘Sure.’

‘But Cate?’

‘Yes?’

‘Try and get out today, won’t you? Take Tom out?’

‘I was out while you were still asleep. Buying nappies and food.’

‘I mean out-out.’

‘Define out,’ she says under her breath.

Sam looks at the kitchen. ‘You know,’ he says, taking a tea towel and wiping down the counter. ‘It’s really easy to clean at the end of the day. You just do what chefs do and put the day’s tea towel into the wash. Along with my whites.’ He holds up the damp dirty cloth. ‘Where’s the washing basket?’

She looks up at him. ‘I’m not sure.’

‘You just need a system,’ he says, shaking his head. ‘A system is all you need.’ He puts the cloth on the side, then leans in and scoops Tom out of the high chair, lifting him up above his head, and their baby squeals with delight, kicking his heels. The moment plays out, passes, and then Sam gives him back, dropping a hand on Cate’s shoulder. ‘Knackered,’ he says, to no one in particular.

‘Yeah,’ she says. ‘Me too.’

Lissa

It’s at the Green Room, Wardour Street. Scene of too many castings to count. The receptionist is young and glossy and hardly looks up as Lissa gives her name.

‘Lissa Dane. Sorry, I’m a bit—’

‘It’s fine. They’re running late anyway.’ Her name is ticked off a long list, and a clipboard and biro are handed over the counter. ‘Take a seat. Fill in your details.’

Lissa nods, she knows the drill. A quick glance at the room: four men, two women, the women both in their thirties, one dark, one red-haired. The redhead is speaking on her phone, low and stressed and apologetic: ‘No, no, I know I said half past, but they’re running late. Not sure. Half an hour maybe. Maybe more. Do you mind? I can come round and fetch him from yours. Oh God, thank God, thanks, I owe you one, thanks, thanks.’ The woman flicks off the phone and catches Lissa’s eye. ‘Forty fucking minutes,’ she whispers furiously.

Lissa pulls a sympathetic face. Not great, but not so bad. She’s had worse – has waited for almost two hours to be seen. But then, she doesn’t have kids at the school gate. She glances at the casting brief in her hands.

A PTA meeting, a teacher and two parents, both concerned about their son.

At the top of the page she recognizes the name of a well-known brand of chocolate cookie. Across from her a man is diligently marking and highlighting his piece of paper. She flicks to the second sheet and begins filling out her details.

Height. 5’7.

Weight. She pauses, can’t remember the last time she was weighed. Sixty? She usually puts sixty. She scribbles it down.

Waist. 30.

Hips. 38.

She tries to tell the truth nowadays; it’s not worth stretching it on these things. For a long time she put any old thing down, not lying, just being … inexact. But then she was caught out at that shoot in Berlin; that old flat with the hundreds of Japanese paper lanterns, the assistant bringing out outfit after outfit, none of which fitted the measurements she had scribbled down in the London casting a month before, as the little designer fussed around her, tutting his disapproval.

But you look so fet. So fet in these.

In the end, she had to borrow the costume assistant’s trousers. In the end, she was cut out of the ad.

As she scrawls across the pages, Hannah’s comment from last night comes back to her: a one-woman show. Directors I Have Known and Been Rejected By. It was funny, of course it was, but it had stung. She wouldn’t make a comment like that about Hannah.

Hey! Han! What about All the Times I’ve Tried IVF and It’s Failed. What about that? Wouldn’t that be hilarious?

But of course the comparison doesn’t stand. Because nothing beats Hannah’s pain.

The casting director puts in an appearance, and the atmosphere lifts and sharpens. ‘All right, folks. Running a bit late.’

He is tanned, meaty, running to fat. His face the face of a self-satisfied baby. But he gets her seen for these things often, and so Lissa smiles and laughs and flirts with him despite herself.

The red-haired woman is up. Lissa watches her seal away her fury and paint on a smile.

She gives a quick, reflexive glance to her phone. Still no news on the recall. The Chekhov. That in itself doesn’t mean anything – you can wait weeks for these things and then be surprised, but she can feel hope begin its long, tidal ebb. By tomorrow, if she has still not heard anything, she will be twitchy; by the weekend, fractured and emotional; by the beginning of next week, defensive, patched up. She has become more, not less, thin-skinned as time has gone on.

She ignores the hat and glove measurements – sometimes it seems as though these forms haven’t changed since the 1950s – puts down her shoe size, then stands and hands the paper back to the young woman behind the desk.

The young woman rises. She is tall and skinny and wearing black. She picks up the Polaroid camera before her and waves it languidly towards the blank wall.

Lissa sees the other women look up as she takes her place against the exposed brick, their quick assessment of her figure, her clothes. Looking for the shadows, the wrinkles, the greys.

She arranges her face.

She used not to go up for these things at all.

When she left drama school, her new agent, who met her sitting on a yoga block and ran briskly through her impressive client list, said she wouldn’t put her up for commercials unless she really wanted her to.

And if you do, said her new agent, then they’ll only be for Europe. We wouldn’t want you to be seen over here.

They both laughed at that. Hahaha. That was when she used to go up for three movies a week. When the casting directors made sure you never crossed paths with anyone else up for the same part. When you waited in hushed anterooms clutching your script, a racehorse, primed and ready. When the director leaped up as you entered the room, holding out his hand (always his, never hers). Thanks so much for coming in.

The Polaroid clicks and whirrs.

‘Thanks,’ the young woman says, wafting the photograph dry. ‘Take a seat.’

Lissa does not sit. Instead she makes her way down the line to the small bathroom to check her face. In the mirror she sees that her mascara has run and little black dots mark her under-eye. Fuck. She rubs at them with her thumb. No matter how good you feel. No matter how well you think you have pulled together an outfit, put your game face on, something always occurs to prick it.

You’ve just got to play the game, Lissa, her first agent’s assistant had sighed down the phone to her once, when she had refused to buy a Wonderbra for an audition. You know that. They said they wanted someone with bigger boobs. The Wonderbra had been cited in the phone call in which the agent dropped her.

She makes her way back out to the waiting room, threads past the legs of the waiting actors, takes a seat and closes her eyes.

She has tried.

As time has passed, as her twenties have given way to her thirties with little to show for them, she has really tried to play the game. Has bumped down through three agents, each further down the food chain than the last. Has gone from never having commercial castings to having nothing else. From being protected from the scent of desperation to being sure that she gives it off, sweating from her pores, at castings, at parties, in the street.

Please. Give me a job. Any job. Please, please, please.

Like that programme her mother used to watch in the eighties. Gis a job. Gis a job.

‘Lissa. Rod. Daniel.’

She snaps open her eyes. The casting director is back. It is her turn. She makes her way into the darkened box where two men sit on a sofa, scrolling idly through their phones. The air is stale, the table before them littered with coffee cups and half-eaten sushi and e-cigarettes. Neither of the men looks up from their screens.

She takes her spot on the X on the floor. The camera pans up and down her body. She says her name, says the name of her agent. Turns to the left. Turns to the right. Shows her hands to the camera.

When the men have done the same, the casting director claps his hands.

‘OK, so, Lissa, you’re the mum, Rod, you’re the father. Dan, you’re playing the teacher.’

Dan nods wildly. Lissa can see he read the brief last night, since he has come dressed for the part in a jacket with patches on the elbows, and a tie.

‘So, Lissa, Rod, you sit here.’ The casting director gestures to a couple of chairs behind a table. ‘And Dan, you here on the other side. And here’s the cookies.’

Lissa looks at where a plate of cookies sits on a stool, anaemic-looking in the fetid air.

‘So yeah, why not just do a bit of improvising then?’

One of the men on the sofa glances briefly up at the monitor, then back down at his phone, as Dan leans forward, eager to begin.

‘So – erm, Mrs … Lacey. Mr … Lacey, I’m a little, um, worried about … Josh.’ He sits back, obviously pleased with this first sally.

‘Oh?’ The actor beside Lissa leans forward now. He is handsome in a bland sort of way. She can see his muscles tensed beneath the cotton of his shirt. ‘That’s very … concerning.’

‘Look at me.’

Lissa looks up, startled, to where the casting director is reading from a script in a gruff baritone.

‘The cookies,’ the casting director says to her, waving her gaze away, ‘I’m the voice of the cookies. Look at the cookies, not at me.’

‘Oh,’ she says. ‘Right.’

‘Look at me,’ he says again.

She looks down at the cookies.

‘You know you want to. Yeah. That’s right. Come a little closer.’

Lissa leans tentatively towards the plate.

‘Yeah.’ His voice drops another half an octave. Is he moving into an American accent? He sounds like Barry White.

The men on the sofa have both looked up now. She can see the monitor – a tight close-up of her face, her cheeks red, her expression confused.

‘Yeah,’ the casting director murmurs. He too is looking up at the monitor now, waiting.

Silence.

‘Go on,’ he says, in his normal voice.

‘Sorry?’ She can feel sweat spreading over her back. ‘I’m a bit lost here.’

Dan leans forward, eager as ever. ‘You’re supposed to pick them up,’ he says. ‘It said in the brief. To shove them in your mouth.’ He points to the paper. ‘It says you can’t concentrate on the teacher. On what the teacher’s saying. Because of the cookies. You just can’t help yourself.’

‘Ah. I see.’

The men look at her: the two actors, the casting director, the cameraman, the men on the sofa. One of the sofa men marks something on a piece of paper. The other reads it, nods, looks back down at his phone.

The casting director sighs. ‘Did you read the brief, Lissa?’

‘Obviously not quite closely enough.’

‘No.’ He flicks the sofa men an apologetic look. ‘Shall we go again? And Lissa, could you flirt a little more with the cookies this time?’

Oxford Street is a scrum of lunchtime shoppers. The entrance to the Tube gapes, but she walks past it. She doesn’t want to go down, not home, not yet.

Fuck the cookies.

Fuck the fat casting director with his three holidays a year. Fuck those two directors sitting behind their monitors like bored teenagers. Fuck the camera that pans up and down your body more slowly than it does the men’s. Fuck the scriptwriters for these fucking commercials. You just can’t help yourself. Fuck the men that run this fucking show.

Without thinking, she heads north and east, picking up Goodge Street, emerging on to Tottenham Court Road and then Chenies Street, past the red door of her old drama school. Now Bloomsbury, past the gates of the British Museum, the lung of Russell Square; the relief of it, the green. She walks on, further north, through Gordon Square to the clamour of Euston Road, where she ducks into the courtyard of the British Library, opens her bag for the man on duty, stands in the hush and bustle.

How long since she has been in a library? She takes the escalator up to the first floor, where banks of people sit at chairs with small armrests as though they themselves are some sort of exhibition, some sort of display. But here – ah – here are the Reading Rooms. Rare Books. Humanities One. She pushes the heavy door open; perhaps she can sit here for a while, in Rare Books, and let the rare books calm her, bring her back to herself.

‘May I see your card, madam?’ A pleasant-faced guard has his hand out to stop her walking further. ‘Your reader’s card?’

‘I don’t … I’m sorry.’

There is someone behind her, tutting, his belongings in a see-through plastic bag, card held out already in one bristling fist.

‘You need a card, madam, to enter the Reading Rooms,’ says the guard, waving the man along.

‘Oh, I see.’ The world is full of spikes today. She turns, pushes back out towards the main concourse, where she sinks on to a nearby bench.

‘Lissa? Liss?’

For a moment she doesn’t recognize him, here, out of context, but then – of course – ‘Nath!’ She stands and they hug hello.

‘What are you doing here?’

‘I …’ What is she doing here? ‘I thought I’d do some reading for something,’ she says.

‘Oh?’

‘Yeah – a … course I’m thinking of taking. But they won’t let me in.’

‘Oh? Well. They’re funny like that in here.’ He smiles, and she is glad of him. She needs someone familiar today. ‘Listen’ – he gestures behind him to the crowded restaurant – ‘I’m just on a break. You fancy a coffee?’

As they queue she scans the crowd: people of all ages, clutching laptops beneath their arms, tapping away on phones, all with those same see-through bags. She orders her coffee and as Nathan orders himself a cappuccino, double shot, she thinks of Hannah – no coffee, no booze, not for years now. She used to wave the wine bottle in her face – Go on, Han, surely a little won’t hurt – but by now she has learned not to. How many years have they been trying? Four? Five? She has lost count.

In the early days, when Hannah and Nathan first started trying and nothing was happening, she remembers Hannah weeping one evening. But I’ve worked hard. I’ve worked so hard all my life. And her saying something back, like, Of course it’ll happen. It has to. It’s you two, isn’t it? as though the universe gave two shits whether or not you’d worked your arse off and paid your taxes and your TV licence fee, whether you were the deputy director of a large global charity and married to a lovely man who was a senior lecturer at a leading London university and put your hand up first in class. What she had wanted to say was, Bad things happen to good people all the time. Every day. Do you watch the news?

‘So,’ Nathan says, letting Lissa go first as they thread their way towards an empty table. ‘What sort of course?’ He sits down before her and she sees his eyes are tired. But he looks well, still has something of the boy in him, still wearing the same flannel shirts he wore twenty years ago, the sleeves rolled up to the elbows. Even his hair has hardly changed, thick and dark, cropped close to his head.

‘Ah … well.’ She takes a sip of her coffee. ‘Um … film.’

‘Film?’

‘Yes – it’s a … PhD.’

‘A PhD? Blimey. Careful. You can cut yourself on those things.’

‘Yeah. So I hear.’

Now she has lied she should feel worse, but she feels marginally better. Why not? Why not do something different? Why not change her life?

‘Hannah didn’t mention it,’ says Nathan.

‘No, well, it’s quite a new idea.’

‘So, tell me,’ he says, his gaze levelling with hers.

‘Um.’ Lissa stirs sugar into her coffee. ‘It’s a sort of … feminist appraisal. Using the – you know, the Bechdel test … looking at films now and in the seventies, and … the forties. Comparing parts for women. How they’ve shrunk. Changed. All About Eve, Network …’

‘Network. Isn’t that the one where he dies on screen?’

‘Yes. Yes! But Faye Dunaway in that – she’s incredible, totally fierce, totally unlikeable. And all those pictures of the forties, the “women’s pictures”’ – she makes quote marks in the air with her fingers – ‘they were actually pretty great. Bette Davis, Katharine Hepburn …’

‘Autumn Sonata,’ Nathan says, leaning forward.

‘What’s that?’

‘You don’t know it? Seriously? Liv Ullmann. Ingrid Bergman. Two incredible parts for women. Fierce doesn’t even cover it. I needed therapy after that film.’

‘I’ll watch it,’ she says, laughing. ‘Thanks.’ She leans over and takes his pen, scribbles the title on to the back of her hand.

‘Hey,’ he says, ‘maybe you should invest in a notebook, for this new academic career.’

‘Yeah.’ She hands him back his pen. ‘Maybe I should.’

‘How’s the acting then?’

‘Oh. You know.’ She shrugs. ‘Appalling. Humiliating. Ask me tomorrow.’

‘Really? But I thought it was going OK. There was that thing … the Shakespeare. You were great.’

‘That thing was three years ago, Nath.’

A fringe King Lear at the back of a pub in Peckham. Playing Regan for two hundred a week plus expenses. Raising her voice even louder when the racing was on in the bar.

‘So how do you live? You don’t still work in pubs?’

She pushes her cup away. ‘I do shifts in a call centre. Raising money for charities. And I do the life modelling.’

‘Still? Jesus, really?’

‘Yeah. Well.’ The look on his face pricks her. ‘It’s not so bad. They’re good charities. And the life modelling’s fine. I work at the Slade. It could be worse.’

‘Yes, but surely there’s something else. You’re so bright.’

‘Thanks, but it’s not so easy to find a world-beating part-time job that lets me go to auditions at short notice.’

He nods, chastened.

‘What about you, Nath?’

‘What do you mean?’

‘How are you doing?’

‘Oh, OK. Overworked. Underpaid. Drowning in admin.’

I didn’t mean that. I meant the baby stuff. The no-baby stuff. How are you doing with that?

‘But, you know, we academics love to moan.’

As they stand to say their goodbyes her phone buzzes – her agent. She gestures to Nathan, who waves his hand for her to take the call.

‘Lissa?’

She can tell by the tone it’s good news. ‘Yes?’ She tries to keep the eagerness from her voice.

‘They want you. The Chekhov. You’re in.’

Cate

Sam is at the wheel as they drive westwards, through the terraces and pound shops of Wincheap, out to where the city thins and frays into the ribbons of A-roads that lead to London, to the coast. They are late. She and Tom were asleep when Sam came back from work, both of them sprawled together on the bed. Now Tom nods again in the car seat as they take the Ashford Road, passing garden centres, small industrial estates housing soft-play zones, motor-home dealers, stands of scrappy-looking trees.

She’s wearing the first decent blouse she could find and her maternity jeans, the ones with the huge black waistband. An old cardigan on top. She could have done better. Should have done better. ‘So is anyone else going to be there?’

‘I don’t think so. Just Tamsin and Mark.’

‘What is it he does again?’

‘He’s got a company. Agricultural machinery. He’s doing really well.’ Sam turns to her. ‘He might invest in a restaurant. He’s got the cash. We’ve talked about it for years.’

She tries to remember Mark’s face but cannot quite picture it. She’s only met him once since the wedding, the time they came down to see the house. But everything then was a blur. ‘How long have they been married?’

‘Forever. They got together at school.’ He turns to her, a small tightness at the edge of his mouth. ‘They’re lovely people. Really. Just stay away from politics and you’ll be fine.’

She nods, smiles, circling the spider at her wrist with her finger and thumb.

They turn up a country lane with large houses on either side, past a huge fruit wholesaler where even at this time of the day forklifts roam around the forecourt. Pulling up at a wooden gate, Sam presses the button on an intercom. There is a buzz and the gate slides open. A black Land Rover Defender stands on the driveway. Sam parks beside it and lifts a sleeping Tom out of the car. In answer to the bell there is the tinny yap of dogs, the scuttle of claws on a wooden floor, footsteps.

‘Sorry we’re late,’ says Sam, as his sister opens the door. ‘We had to get Tom dressed. Then traffic.’

Tamsin is dressed in jeans, heels and a grey jumper. Sequins crust like icicles at her shoulders. She hugs them – brief, angular, fragrant – then shoos them through to the kitchen, where a vastness of shining floor is punctuated by a large granite island. Cate pulls her cardigan tighter around her while Sam hoists Tom and the car seat on to the dining table. Three large black pendant lights hang suspended above it. On the wall, a sign reads ‘EAT’ in large wooden letters, as though without it Mark and Tamsin and their two children might forget what this side of the room is for.

‘They’re here!’ Tamsin calls to her husband, who emerges from a different room. Mark is tall, broad. His shirt hugs his frame. He looks like an advert for a certain sort of manhood, a certain sort of success. He kisses Cate, fist-pumps Sam. A watch the size of a small mammal grips his wrist.

‘Would you like a drink?’ Tamsin ushers Cate towards an armchair. ‘Fizzy water?’

‘Actually,’ says Cate, ‘I’d love some wine. A red wine. If that’s OK?’ Her voice sounds odd. She has hardly used it today. ‘I’d love a small red wine,’ she says again, giving each syllable equal weight, as though speaking a language that is new to her.

‘Mark!’ barks Tamsin. ‘Glass of red for Cate.’

‘Coming up.’ Mark moves towards the kitchen counter, behind which cabinets are lit from within, and pours wine from an open bottle into a goblet. He looks like a mortician, standing behind his slab, dealing in blood.

‘There,’ Mark says, bringing it over and setting it on the glass table before her. ‘Put some colour in your cheeks.’ And he laughs. And Tamsin laughs. And Sam laughs. And Cate laughs too, though at what she is not quite sure. Both Tamsin and Mark are deeply tanned. Their teeth are extraordinarily white against their skin. She remembers now Sam telling her – they have recently been on holiday. She can bring it up later, when she is at a loss for something to say.

‘Antipasti,’ says Tamsin, lifting a plate where meats and cheese and olives glisten in the bluish light.

Cate takes an olive and rolls its saltiness on her tongue.

Outside is a large garden, laid to lawn; beyond it, a fold in the hills where the river runs. The Great Stour, the same river that runs behind their house – she knows this because they walked there together, she and Sam and Tamsin and Mark, when they came down the first time to get a sense of the area.

Let’s walk through the orchard! Tamsin had said. And so they did, the route taking them over the lane, past the wholesaler, past the cabins with the numbers spray-painted on the sides housing the fruit pickers, the dartboards, the mothers on camping chairs with their babies in their laps, watching them warily, the radios, the sound of Russian being spoken, then the orchard, which was simply lines and lines of trees. It was summer and the trees stood penned, grafted on to wire, their arms stretched in supplication, or defeat. It’s not an orchard, she wanted to say, it’s a factory farm.

‘So how was your holiday?’ she asks, turning back to the room.

‘Oh, amazing,’ says Tamsin. ‘We were in Turkey. All-inclusive. The kids loved it. They were gone from breakfast till dinner. Had the run of the place.’

‘Where are they?’ Cate has the sudden terrible thought that they have been left somewhere, forgotten.

‘In the snug.’ Tamsin gestures to a door half open, and she sees them, their son Jack, their daughter Milly, faces stunned and immobile in the blue TV light. ‘Hey! You should come, next year. We should all go together. We could bring Alice too, a big family holiday – she’s amazing with the kids. Wait – or Dubai. Christmas!’ She claps her hands together. ‘Mark! Tell them. Tell them they should come to Dubai.’

‘You should come to Dubai,’ says Mark, with an indulgent smile to his wife. ‘We go every year. I do a bit of work, then we have a week at Atlantis. You seen it?’

Mark brings up pictures on his phone and they all crowd round. Cate sees a huge pink stone edifice, a strip of sand, the ocean beyond. ‘It’s a man-made island,’ he says. ‘They’ve got everything – Gordon Ramsay restaurants. An aqua park. The kids go mental for it.’

It looks terribly fragile, its hugeness, its hubris. ‘Atlantis?’ says Cate.

‘Yeah.’ Mark nods. ‘Check it out.’

‘Didn’t Atlantis disappear in the flood?’

‘Which flood?’ Tamsin looks bewildered.

‘The Bible.’

‘Thanks,’ says Sam hastily. ‘But I don’t think we can get away this year – maybe next time.’

Cate looks over to where Tom lies. He looks tiny there, vulnerable, a small craft floating on a sea of polished oak. He is so still.

‘Excuse me.’ She rises quickly, goes to him, puts her hand to his nose, feels the soft relief of his breath. Outside, beyond the glass doors, the hillside is turning russet in the last of the light. The lawn is mown to within a millimetre of its life.

Tamsin comes over and joins her. ‘Gorgeous, aren’t they, when they’re asleep?’ Her face, dusted with a light pink powder, shimmers in the overhead lights. ‘So how’s the house?’ she says.

‘Oh.’ Cate shifts a little. ‘It’s good – it’s great. We’re so grateful.’

‘When are you going to invite us round?’

‘Soon. When we’ve unpacked.’

‘You’re kidding?’ Tamsin laughs. ‘You haven’t unpacked yet?’

‘Still a few boxes left to go.’

Tamsin’s hand lands on her sleeve. ‘You look tired,’ she says. ‘Sam says you’re sleeping together?’ Her voice drops to a whisper. ‘You and Tom? In the same bed?’

‘Yeah.’

‘Are you sure that’s a good idea?’

‘It’s just easier like that. For the night feeds. You know.’

‘You should stop.’ Tamsin is gripping her now. ‘Get that baby off the boob. You know what? You should have some time off. One day a week. What do you say?’

‘I—’

‘Say yes! Alice will do it. She’s desperate to spend some time with Tom. Hang on – Sam
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